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This paper explores “spatial struggle” in the formation of professional identities of overseas-born
teachers. The basis of this struggle arises from a limited number of subject positions available for
them in pedagogical spaces of the Australian system of education. We argue that relations of
power/professional knowledge in teacher workplaces as well as the binary strategy of “us” and
“them” generate marginal locations for overseas-born teachers within schools. This construction of
marginality is informed not only by discourses of what counts as being a professional but also by
the conception of workplace as a monocultural, pre-given and bounded entity. By rethinking work-
places as relational, as locations that are connected to other socioculturally produced places
through spaces of semiotic flows, we can also rethink the professional becoming of overseas-born
teachers. This involves a critical understanding of their situationality, which can be conceptualised
as a struggle for professional recognition, voice and place within the real and imagined communi-
ties of teachers.
Introduction
Something exciting is taking place in educational research as the category of “space”
slowly but surely is being applied to rethink the ways we conceive the situated nature
of pedagogical practices. The familiar category of “context” is being replaced, and
“space” is becoming a major player (see Edwards & Usher, 2000), enabling us to
take into account not only the situationality of teaching, learning and professional
identity but also their dynamics based around the ontology of movement, flows and
networks. This tendency is particularly obvious in the current uses of actor–network
theory and activity theory in education research to analyse the practice-side of
teaching, learning and identity and their embeddedness within communal spaces
*Corresponding author. Faculty of Education, Building 6, Clayton Campus, Wellington Road,
Clayton, Victoria, 3800, Australia. Email: Alex.kostogriz@education.monash.edu.au
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(Engeström, 1999; Kostogriz, in press; Nespor, 2000). The implication of these
theories has been quite important in transcending the spatial–discursive category of
context as fixed and bounded (Gotham, 2003) by shifting the focus on extended in
time and space social relations and practices. According to Lefebvre (1991), to
understand these social practices and relations we need to focus on the production
of space which can be revealed through “deciphering” connections between the ways
we represent, perceive and use spaces. Deciphering the production of space then has
to do with the spatial–semiotic analysis of social practices and their institutional
configurations as well as the lived and embodied experiences of people that enable
them to “orient” themselves in their social surroundings.
Orientation in social space is the ability to navigate—perceive, decode and make
sense of or “read”—different locations and places that have been historically
produced and have acquired cultural–semiotic meanings. For instance, the produc-
tion of teacher workplaces embodies a close association with how professional space
is perceived as a set of appropriate practices and professional attributes; how the
representations of professional knowledge and professionalism are constructed and
standardized by educational authorities and bureaucrats; how this space is lived in
the daily reality of local, routine and situated events of the classroom and how the
local is informed by the life of teachers outside the classrooms and staffrooms—i.e.,
by practices in other social spaces that have been networked to the professional
space of teachers. Teachers’ ability to navigate the professional space would entail
then a perception of spatial–semiotic configurations of workplaces that have been
materialised in a set of taken-for-granted practices (i.e., a tradition). Due to their
historical nature, these professional practices are often enacted in teacher workplaces
in unreflective ways as “the way we do it here” understandings. Next in the ability to
navigate a professional space comes the decoding of workplace representations that
encompass pedagogical knowledge(s), ideology and discourses that operate in the
local workplace as well as the physical layout and landscaping of school grounds.
Finally, navigating and making sense of the workplace involves lived experiences of
teachers through which any workplace acquires its meaning for them. This is the
arena of “space users” who seek not only to understand how to go about in local
workplaces but also to change them through the individuation and appropriation of
both what is inside and what flows from the outside, cutting through a relatively
secluded local places (cf. “spaces of flow” in Castells, 1996). This dimension is
particularly important because it involves the recognition and understanding of local
places as nodal points in the networks of social relations, discourses, material
resources and representations (Nespor, 2002). Understanding the navigation of
professional space in such a way makes it possible to capture its relation to the larger
spatial–discursive constructions and, by the same token, to consider how teachers’
professional identities are enmeshed in the interplay of local situationality and
broader sociocultural networks.
Traditionally, schools have been considered as bounded containers in which
professional identities of teachers are shaped by practices and social relations
(McGregor, 2003). But with the recognition of complex embeddedness of the local
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Negotiating Difference in Teacher Workplaces 109
within wider sociocultural space, the construction of teacher professional identities
can no longer be conceptualised in terms of socialization to the practices of local
professional communities. While approximation to the abstractly conceived profes-
sional identity is important for any novice teacher to become an insider of the profes-
sional community, it is clear that teacher identities can not be fully understood as
simply situated. By looking at what and how teachers do locally and relating this to
sociocultural networks, research into teacher professional identity has been able to
transcend the notion of identity as a discrete unity and look at it as emanating from
multiple lived experiences and sociocultural histories of teachers (e.g., the multiplic-
ities of professional selves). For this particular reason, the current studies of teacher
identities (see Doecke, Kostogriz, & Charles, 2004; Peeler, 2005; Sachs, 2001) focus
increasingly more on the process of becoming rather than being, reflecting a shift
from the view of professional identities, however heterogenous, as temporally and
spatially frozen and to the view of their formation and transformation or to what one
is doing and who one becomes in the interaction between the tradition of local work-
place and the flows of meanings, values, discourses and cultural artefacts through it.
Recent studies of teachers’ workplaces (McGregor, 2003, 2004) illustrate how
space is folded into everything teachers do as well as into the sphere of human and
professional relationships. How workplaces of teachers are imagined, represented
and conceived is directly related to the construction of teachers’ professional identi-
ties. An example of this can be the discursive production of teacher workplace as a
professional community (Louis & Kruse, 1995; Scribner, Cockrell, Cockrell, &
Valentine, 1999) in which such spatial notions as centre and periphery not only
indicate a degree of members’ participation in pedagogical and/or administrative
activities but also provide locations from which teachers’ identities are articulated.
The production of space, as Lefebvre (1991) and Foucault (1986) cogently argued,
is therefore related to the use of language (discourses) through which people
construct, imagine and formulate their understanding of places, making sense of
their situationality in those places and, hence, of their situated identities.
In this article we examine the relationship between professional spaces, discourses
and spatial politics in the construction of overseas-born teachers’ professional identi-
ties. In particular, we are interested in how these teachers come to understand and
negotiate their professional selves through their lived experiences of new professional
and sociocultural situationality. We argue that the official production of professional
space in the Australian system of education does not take into account the lived expe-
riences of foreign teachers and/or devalues them in terms of their professionalism.
This becomes particularly clear in the data collected during interviews and the inter-
pretation of these data in relation to the spatial production of professional identities
in workplaces. We argue that the use of particular metaphors for the portrayal of
teacher workplaces underscores their values, ideological nature and political technol-
ogies of inclusion and exclusion in dealing with similarities and differences. While
some metaphors to represent teacher workplaces are politically more acceptable than
others, it is precisely those that try to “depoliticize the realm of the spatial” that
should be contested (Massey, 1992, p. 66). Therefore, our first step in understanding
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the uncertain nature of overseas-born teachers’ professional identities is to examine
how they decode the production of professional space; a space that has been
constructed often unproblematically by using a metaphor of “community” to imag-
ine the social relations of mutuality and reciprocity.
“Decoding” the Spatial Politics of Teacher Workplaces
We refer to a recent study that explored how overseas-born teachers from language
backgrounds other than English navigate entry and acceptance as professional in
Victorian school communities (Peeler, 2005). To illustrate the lived experiences of
overseas teachers in this article we use only some themes that emerged from individ-
ual interviews and a focus group discussion. Particularly, we are interested in how
these teachers articulate their sense of belonging (or non-belonging) to workplaces.
In analysing interview data, three themes emerged in this regard that are related to
the spatial politics of teacher workplaces—the boundary politics of inclusion/exclu-
sion, location on the professional margin, and the negotiation of peripheral member-
ship. We shall present these themes by drawing on interview extracts that are
representative of participants’ understanding of their spatial trajectories from the
“outside” to the “inside” of teacher professional space. In effect, we argue that a
sense of (non)belonging to the professional community is not necessarily subject-
centred. These three themes, as emerged in interview data, represent the partici-
pants’ view of particular workplaces as a meeting point of various discourses that
operate beyond the local and impact on how teachers construct social relations.
Hence, we start with the premise that a sense of (non)belonging to a particular work-
place is situated in space that is transacted by multiple boundaries and regulated by
racial, linguistic and professional boundary politics.
The Boundary Politics of Inclusion/Exclusion
All teachers in this study arrived in Australia over a period of 20 years and thus
represent different sociocultural and historical trajectories that might be typical to a
larger group of overseas-born professionals. Common traits are their overseas-born
status, gender (female), and other than English language backgrounds (see Table 1).
While their arrivals are set within diverse historic periods, they can be located in the
specific discourses of immigration, education and cultural politics. These have to do
with how the foreigners have been differentially conceived by immigration laws and
hence “translated” with regard to their possible contribution or burden to this coun-
try. For example, the politics of inclusion in the late 1970s and multiculturalism in
the 1980s facilitated the intake of refugees from Vietnam, Lebanon and other coun-
tries who were more likely to have limited English language proficiency than recent
arrivals. The trend towards improved professional and English language skills
(Ruddock, 2001) has brought new waves of immigrants whose experiences typify a
different historic moment since the 1990s. The migrant professionals presented in
the article were driven by diverse personal, familial and political agendas. Many
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Negotiating Difference in Teacher Workplaces 111
responded to the demand for native speaking teachers of languages other than
English (LOTE) (DOE, 1997; Peace, 2001).
Initially teachers in this study were empowered to some extent by multicultural
policies in language and literacy education aimed at sustaining linguistic diversity
and positioning Australia advantageously within the world’s multilingual knowledge
economy. However, many of them soon realised that being a teacher and a native
speaker of a LOTE does not guarantee access to the professional community. As one
participant put it, “Australia is amazing place … multicultural policy was introduced
… fortunately that multicultural things at schools community, everywhere … but
when I stay longer sometimes it’s totally divided” (Sakura). This divisiveness is
understood by participants on multiple axis of difference such as race, language
proficiency and professional attributes related to what counts as professional knowl-
edge. Because teacher professional community is imagined in a particular way, a
number of gatekeeping mechanisms “filter” the inclusion of overseas-born teachers
into the professional space. All participants who had previously taught in their coun-
tries referred to their experiences of de-skilling as they were required to complete
additional teacher education courses. However, as Akiko emphasized, university
courses are “theoretical and they didn’t really teach me how to teach in classroom
situations, and especially LOTE … I didn’t really learn anything about how to teach
Japanese” (Akiko). Without sufficient sociocultural capital to negotiate the different
system of knowledge, overseas-born teachers find themselves discursively positioned
to comply with the abstract, skill-based conception of professionalism (e.g., profes-
sional attributes defined for the graduates of education faculties by the Victorian
Institute of Teaching).
While such positionings effectively disqualify their lived experiences they initiate
the reconstruction of their professional identity in becoming the members of
community. This process is full of struggle and contradictions as teachers are
compelled to revise their sense of professionalism and professional identity in condi-
tions when their past experiences are often disregarded and provide neither a point
of reference for negotiating new membership nor for understanding their learning
Table 1. Participants in the study
Participants’ 
pseudonyms
County of 
origin
Year of 
arrival
Overseas teaching 
experience Teaching position in Australia
Shruti India 2001 20 years English as a second language (ESL)
Akiko Japan 2000 none Japanese LOTE (Primary)
Aya Japan 1998 none Japanese LOTE (Secondary)
Young Mi Korea 1997 3 years Korean LOTE (Secondary)
Sakura Japan 1995 5 years Japanese LOTE (Secondary)
Nina Armenia 1994 6 years Mathematics
Melati Indonesia 1988 10 years Indonesian LOTE (Tertiary)
Maria Philippines 1994 10 years ESL (Adults)
Kim Vietnam 1981 3 months ESL, Maths (Adults)
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trajectory as part of identity work that is historically connected to other locations and
practices. This is illustrated in Nina’s case as she attempts to “re-establish everything
you had there here, too. You win respect for yourself, too, not only from others; it’s
respect for yourself, too”. Re-establishing one’s professional status, however, is not
just a matter of one’s own will. Melati, for instance, refers to cultural difference as
something that can be a point central to exclusion: “coming to the education system
in Australia, they’re [overseas-born teachers] already experienced teachers, they
couldn’t get into the system because they are not Australian, they are newcomers”.
Therefore, overseas-born teachers find it difficult to recognise self in a professional
capacity both in the new system of education and in the local environment of work-
places. Within the context of uncertainty restructuring teachers’ professional identity
is not straightforward; qualms as to their sense of self-worth, in addition to other
misgivings, contribute to marginalisation on multiple fronts.
The Production of Marginality in Workplace Relations
Another issue that resurfaces in teacher interviews frequently is their sense of
marginality. As our participants acknowledge, current attitudes to cultural and
linguistic difference seem to mediate how “foreigners” are perceived or “put in
place” according to their level of English language proficiency and cultural literacy.
These appear to be key elements in the spatial politics of workplace and, even if
overseas-born teachers meet other professional standards and have approved qualifi-
cations, they are still often positioned on the margin. A typical response to the pres-
ence of “strangers” in schools is the expectation of “problem[s] [laugh] because I am
a Japanese” (Aya). It is very difficult to establish good relations in workplaces
because communication in workplaces is based on dominant cultural literacy and, as
Nina explains this, “it’s because you didn’t live in the country; you didn’t see the
movies they saw here; you didn’t experience the things they experience, people who
are living here”. While professional discourse shared among longer-serving staff
constitutes a core of workplace communication and binds community together, it
can also isolate migrant teachers who “couldn’t understand what they are talking in
the staffroom … understand what they are arguing about … and the procedures of
meetings” (Sakura). Another common reason for marginalisation that our partici-
pants mention is their “inappropriate” English. As Shruti, for whom English is
“more than a second language” admits “grammatical accuracy and felicity of
speech” is divisive for her as it fractures collegial relationships. Frequently she feels
awkward in her relationships with colleagues who situate her as one who has less
sophisticated English language proficiency than them. For Shruti such comments go
beyond language to encompass her other capabilities also.
Cultural and linguistic distinctions have implications for the material production
of workplace spatiality. For instance, delineation between permanent, contract and
casual employment can be also visible in how staffrooms are arranged. Shruti argues
that “casuals sit in one bay and the contracts sit in another bay … they’ve got their
own computers and larger work spaces, so, even if you take into consideration the
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
3:
59
 2
0 
Ma
y 
20
10
Negotiating Difference in Teacher Workplaces 113
proxemics of it, the distinction is quite clear”. Spatial marginalization is related to
such issues as financial security and other rewards. Short tenured overseas newcom-
ers envy “permanent staff [who] have security of getting paid for being sick”, while
permanent staff covet the pay rates paid to casuals. Self-doubt stirs among overseas
teachers who are neither insiders, nor outsiders. Alienation on account of their
tenure, fear of “being left behind … being discriminated” is strong. They yearn the
comfort of permanency and one teacher’s reflection speaks for others; “three and a
half years was already long and I was expecting for something better … I’d been
working hard and I wanted something better … I just wanted to feel how it is to be a
full time teacher, and experience what the other teachers are experiencing” (Maria).
Notwithstanding economic considerations that underpin the importance of LOTE
in developing students’ intercultural understandings, LOTE teachers’ marginal posi-
tions are further amplified by perceptions that their subject area is of little value. For
instance, Young Mi realises that Korean LOTE is perceived as a “lowest interesting
subject”. Students mock both subject and teacher, “play games and throw paper
planes”. Being a teacher is “like facing a wall”. Her endeavours to cope are compli-
cated by colleagues “watching me, then they assess me instead of helping me”.
Akiko is also concerned about the low curricula standing of LOTE and claims that
foreign languages “have the lowest priorities … lots of sessions, like timetable,
change quite constantly, and for the planning days … we have the lowest priorities”.
As we can see, in the process of “translating” foreign teachers and their subject
areas, some local professional communities replicate the spatial politics of cultural–
linguistic “ghettoization”, thereby relegating newcomers to the margins. This spatial
politics might be informed by the broader tendency in Australia to designate
languages other than English, particularly those associated with migrant communi-
ties, as peripheral to an assimilationist centre that arguably privileges monolingualism
and dominant cultural literacy. While overall the strategies of patrolling linguistic and
racial boundaries in larger community impact on the way overseas-born teachers
experience their professional becoming, the majority of local professional communi-
ties in Victorian schools are still influenced by the liberal understanding of multicul-
turalism. Applied to professional communities, this philosophy celebrates differences
and provides significant support to newcomers in terms of mentoring. Very often,
however, mentoring acquires a form of assimilatory scaffolding into the mainstream
vision of professionalism without paying due attention to the causes of professional
marginalization and interethnic relations of power.
Negotiating Marginality
Professional relations are inherently spatial relations and the politics of professional-
ism implies the spatial politics of teacher workplaces. The politics of difference
therefore relates to relations of power between the central and peripheral members
of teacher communities. Marginal locations, as overseas teachers recognize, make
their process of becoming a fully-fledged community member problematic. For
instance, being perceived as the peripheral “Other” means being perpetually foreign
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in colleagues’ eyes. Sakura describes this experience by saying that she will be always
conceived by others as “just a native Japanese speaker”. Patronising attitudes and
being “treated as a child” arise exactly as the effects of spatial asymmetries in work-
place relations (e.g., centre–periphery, west–Orient) and can be responded to differ-
ently by being internalized or countered by actions. That is, while some newcomers
demonstrate passive submission and unconditional assimilation—“just being there
and smiling” (Aya)—others may initiate resistance. In this regard, professional
marginality can either be sustained over time or, alternatively, reconsidered when
colleagues start perceiving foreign teachers as becoming “more proper”.
Hence, some workplaces develop particular strategies to help overseas teachers to
become “more proper”, particularly through induction and mentoring. This involves
observational practices that are based on the model of asymmetrical reciprocity
where overseas teachers observe longer-serving local colleagues who, in turn,
observe their teaching and classroom management skills. Constant scrutiny and
monitoring of their work is distressing and a common lament is: 
… they employ me so of course they’re watching me … what’s she doing, is she working
very well? … just evaluate me like employee rather than like a kind of a friend, or kind of
like family member … watching me, then they assess me instead of helping me. (Young Mi)
In situations where mentoring relationships are set up, overseas teachers can share
knowledge with longer-serving staff. One teacher benefited because her mentor
“knows how to teach LOTE, and also he knows the Australian education system as
well” (Akiko). However, generally the “competitive nature of teaching” exacerbates
tensions, particularly among LOTE colleagues. Native speakers of LOTE often feel
that they are undervalued: “I’ve got good qualifications … I’ve got expertise in
terms of Indonesian language … I’d like to be appreciated for what I have” (Melati).
Interestingly enough, interracial relationships within the local communities of teach-
ers can bring a significant corrective to professional knowledge–power relationships;
being a native speaker of LOTE does not empower foreign teachers to the extent
that they can participate more centrally in curriculum decision-making or take lead-
ership roles in their respective cognate areas in schools.
In schools where micro-politics of professional support transcends the interracial
discourses of domination, overseas teachers have a different kind of experience. In
particular, teachers who have experienced a strong workplace philosophy of a “fair
go” develop a sense of responsibility in assisting other newcomers. Remembering
when “someone helped me”, overseas teachers become role models for others,
showing that “it is possible, it is achievable, you can learn the language and do a
course, you can adjust to the Australian environment and like it and love it and be
happy here” (Nina). Mentoring experiences, whether informally arranged or
formally sanctioned, can help bridge differences to a certain extent and empower
teachers to creatively construct a new professional identity.
In this regard, some participants mentioned that they were successful in negotiating
their initially marginal positioning in the process of professional transformation. This
refers in particular to those teachers who orient themselves to the local philosophies
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Negotiating Difference in Teacher Workplaces 115
and work practices. Yet, these teachers pay the price to be accepted, and some suppress
difference in order to “recover their status they had back in their countries” (Kim).
Others commit to transferring their skills and knowledge to their new environments,
but lament that colleagues fail to recognise the trauma and struggles involved. Their
resolve is to “compromise, and change … methodology” for there are some significant
differences in how students in Australia “behave and how they learn in the classroom,
so you should try to … compromise to suit the students’ style of learning and then
also your teaching style as well” (Kim).
Alternatively, instead of assimilating to taken-for-granted-practices, overseas-born
teachers may develop dual discursive competence that allows them to creatively
hybridise their professional and cultural identities (Kostogriz, 2005). Shruti
describes this double perspective by saying that: “I am a keen observer, watch what
other people do … and then I try to see how I can give my own inputs to that”. This
is a process of professional appropriation whereby they draw selectively on the past
in reconfiguring the present. Their professional becoming involves therefore the
creation of “new maps” of professionalism. Furthermore, dual discursive compe-
tence enables them to understand and share empathy with international and immi-
grant students better and they “become role models for them” (Kim). Students
“understand what I’m saying much better than someone with a heavily accented
Australian English … I’ve had students start telling me that they can understand my
accent, probably because it’s closer to theirs” (Shruti). “Speaking another language
is an advantage” while “specialist knowledge in another curriculum area is a bonus”
(Nina). This stance demonstrates that some overseas-born teachers use their
marginality to rethink their subjectivity and to transform their peripheral situational-
ity into the emancipatory power of non-nativeness. As hooks (1990) argues, periph-
ery can become a location from which the “Other” initiates the disordering and
transgression of asymmetrical relations between centre and margin.
In this respect, some overseas teachers see their marginality as a standpoint of re-
visioning the spatial politics of their professional location by counteracting patronis-
ing attitudes, resisting assimilation and retaining elements of their cultural identities.
Resistance is evident among those who believe, “I don’t have to do things to make
other people happy” (Melati). She insists her LOTE students “follow my rules …
rules according to the culture” she teaches. Shruti, too, sets up her own institute
where she upholds her cultural values and the authoritative notion of teacher as
Guru: 
I’m not ashamed about “bullying” them into learning, cajoling them, coaxing them,
threatening them … I think at the end of the day they like it, they have a sense of
belonging, they feel that they’re being taken care of … they know it’s for their good.
The process of re-establishing authority is not just about the teacher identity work;
this can be read as a response to the broader cultural politics of difference that
involves a more fragmented view of power and domination along such axis as race,
culture, language, gender, social class and religion. For many overseas teachers
however the lived “politics of racism” turns out to be a main reason for engaging in
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the construction of radical subjectivities in practices and discourses of classrooms
and staffrooms. This involves a critical understanding of their situationality, which
can be conceptualised as a struggle for professional recognition, voice and place
within the real and imagined communities of teachers. This is not an open struggle
but rather the rearticulation of differences through resistance to the essentialist
binary distinction between native and foreign professionals.
In so doing, overseas-born teachers focus more on the tactics of survival, thereby
shuttling between the professional and cultural binary distinctions, between “us”
and “them”. As they experience ongoing tensions between familiar and unfamiliar in
teaching practice, their efforts to reformulate their sense of workplace and their situ-
ationality is characterised by the restless process of identification. Perpetual conflict
occurs at the intersection of “chronotopes” as past and present cultural and profes-
sional spaces flow through their situated locations within professional communities
(Bakhtin, 1981). This, in turn, leads to uncertainty in professional becoming. Their
resistance to assimilation, therefore, can not be understood by simply deploying
hegemonic and counter-hegemonic perspectives on relations of power in the teacher
communities of practice. Rather, it acquires a multi-sited nature of oscillating
between what is conceived as inherently “Australian” in teaching profession and
their professional “Otherness”. What some overseas teachers do can be defined as
the hybridization of their professional identities. While official discourses of profes-
sionalism attempt to translate their identities within a singular category, they also fail
and produce instead something else.
Hence, the interaction and tensions between professional worlds can lead to the
emergence of new space which can effect forms of professional change that go
beyond antagonistic binarisms. Some overseas teachers aspire to new, more power-
ful positions within professional communities. Nina, for instance, reformulates her
career, transcends demarcations and attains a new professional status, teaching
advanced maths. She is aware of ongoing relational pressures to “win respect every
time in your new workplace and your study place”. Yet, professional and cultural
hybridity cannot be attributed to all our participants due to the “micrological
texture” of power in schools. Many overseas-born teachers negotiate the asymmetri-
cal relations of power less successfully. Their relationships are fractured, their
connections with people from mainstream cultural groups are few both within their
schools and in the broader community, and they find it difficult to cope. This brings
us back to the issue of the “macrological” in imagining the space of professional
community. How can we rethink this abstractly imagined space on the basis of
everyday teacher experiences? How can we increase the openness of the professional
community to difference and produce such spaces that bring different teachers
together without suppressing or subsuming their differences?
Re-interpreting “Community” as a Professional Space
Traditionally, the liberal concept of “professional community” (see Louis & Kruse,
1995) has been used to specify school collectives, local practices and face-to-face
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relations as essential to the realization of a democratic ideal of teacher workplaces.
This image (model) assumes the construction of the enhanced sense of teacher
professional identity emanating from the idea of symmetrical participation in the
development of innovative workplaces and the answerability of all community
members for school improvement, effectiveness and enhanced professional and
learning outcomes (Andrews & Lewis, 2002). The essential attributes of identity in
such a professional community become self-awareness, critical reflection, personal
development, effective communication, cooperation and willingness to enrich the
community (Crowther, Andrews, Dawson, & Lewis, 2001). These attributes are
indispensable for participation in the community of practice that is committed to
establishing a stable cadre of teachers through such socialisation strategies as
mentoring, ongoing support and sympathy.
While the ideal view of professional community has become a compulsory
appendage to almost every school revitalisation project, many researchers have
warned about borrowing the notions of community from anthropology and applying
them directly to teacher workplaces (Little, 2003). It is clear that by assuming a
unity based on a mutuality of interests and communal support, school collectives
generate a logic of hierarchical opposition of what counts as professional and unpro-
fessional and hence who can be included and excluded and what kinds of relation-
ships between “old-timers” and “newcomers” are. As Young (1990) noticed, any
desire for community implies a desire for social wholeness and common identity that
at the same time produces a spatial boundary between inside and outside, “us” and
“them”, the “pure” and the “impure”, thereby reinforcing the binary logic in “self”
and “other” identification with the spatial politics of inclusion and exclusion. The
experiences of overseas teachers in our study exemplify that professional community
conceived in such a way is problematic.
Even though some overseas teachers in this study refer to positive face-to-face
relations within new workplaces, overall the ideal of equality, mutual reciprocity and
support is wildly utopian. The main reason for this, in our case, is that teacher work-
places are by and large imagined as culturally and linguistically pure. In analysing
interviews we came to an understanding that the production of professional space is
always mediated by certain discourses that go beyond face-to-face experiences and
beyond the workplace. The spatial–discursive production of professional communi-
ties then is not so much different from the construction of larger (national) commu-
nities described by Anderson (1991) as “imagined”. Like national communities,
professional communities of teachers are imagined as collectives that have a signifi-
cant history and a common cultural heritage, assuming the homogeneity of “insid-
ers” and brushing aside their class, race or gender differences. This discursive
production of professional space does not take into account dynamics of power in
social relationships between teachers but rather emphasizes the image of a deep,
“horizontal comradeship” which assumes intimacy and trust and creates an illusion
of equal opportunities in building and managing the workplace. Even though this
may not occur in practical life, the community must see itself this way for teachers to
feel united and to ensure that school philosophy and the singularity of communal or
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professional interests are sustained. This is also important in establishing the
communal strategies of dealing with newcomers and strangers. Because the unitary
professional identity is culturally, racially and experientially purified, the recognition
and inclusion of difference (racial, linguistic, sexual, gender or dis/ability) require
multiple strategies to resist the “contamination” of purified professional identity by
assimilating it. This depends on workplace philosophies—ideologies, practices and
regimes—which can be contingent and both spatially and temporally tied to work-
place responses to specific types of difference.
In interpreting the trajectories of overseas teachers in moving from the “outside”
to the “inside” of teacher communities, we find Matusov’s (1999, pp. 166–173)
typology of community maintenance particularly helpful. He defines these strategies
that communities typically deploy as the “filter”, “funnel” and “linear” models of
dealing with difference. The “filter” model is based on a selective process in which
“the community attracts those prospective members who fit into its philosophy of
practice and repels those who do not”. In relation to our study this becomes explic-
itly clear in such selective practices as job interviews. The job application process is
mutual and asymmetrical, involving the potential teachers considering whether to
apply or not to apply, and school administration making a decision whether to short-
list or not to shortlist a candidate on the basis of selection criteria. Difference in this
model can be filtered already at the initial stage and hence is neither wanted nor
expected. Unlike the “filter” model, the “funnel” model of professional community
maintenance “involves an initial diversity of community members”. But later, those
newcomers who do not fit into the communal philosophy of workplace become
marginalised (silenced) or forced to leave. Most teachers in this study have experi-
enced this strategy due to the anti-foreign component imbedded in the production of
professional space. Some teachers however chose not to be silenced and responded
variously to their marginalization. Lastly, the “linear” model of community mainte-
nance is based on a process of homogenisation and involves progressive assimilatory
strategies in dealing with difference. Within such a community of teachers, there is a
strong sense of professional developmental trajectory—the proper way of doing
things. This model in our case refers to induction and mentoring strategies used in
workplaces to construct “developmental” trajectories for overseas-born teachers.
Quite often however these strategies reflect an assimilatory tendency of dealing with
teachers’ professional or cultural differences. Hence, all three models of professional
community maintenance embody a variety of strategies, ranging from exclusion (the
“filter” model), to marginalisation (the “funnel” model), to assimilation (the
“linear” model). In our study, there was no direct relationship between a particular
workplace and a specific model of community maintenance; some participants expe-
rienced a combination of strategies deployed in one particular workplace.
Notwithstanding our participants’ experiential differences in becoming a member
of professional communities, there was a common concern about their workplaces as
culturally homogenising places in which it is difficult for cultural–linguistic differ-
ence to survive. This produces a major contradiction between the multicultural
fabric of classrooms and society, in general, and the number of overseas teachers
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employed in schools. With the growing demand for teachers in Australian schools, it
is clear that the teacher workforce will be increasingly multicultural. Hence, it is
important to imagine those professional communities that are responsive not only to
the racial, ethnic, socioeconomic and linguistic diversity of teachers, but also to
diversity in terms of their professional histories and experiences. Matusov (1999)
conceptualizes such communities in his ecological model of community mainte-
nance; the one in which diversity is conceived as a resource rather than a problem.
This perspective on joint activity within a heterogeneous community lies outside the
traditional model of community idealisation. People in such a model are considered
to be lifelong learners in the flow of an ongoing activity or a collective inquiry.
Notwithstanding their sociocultural differences, they can still form the cultural–
semiotic “niches” of mutuality and open channels for various forms of collaboration.
According to the ecological perspective, a community of teachers can establish a
multifaceted relationship of mutual interdependence and support among its
members by learning how to live with difference in a positive way and see it as
enriching pedagogical practices. It is, however, unclear how to work towards such an
ideal and how to make a significant shift in how professional communities define
themselves.
We suggest that instead of imagining ideal communities, we should begin a more
serious engagement with the ethical dimension of relations between self and the
“Other”. In putting ethics before the politics of professional community, we would
like to highlight a different to the politics of moral behaviour source of responsibility
for the “Other” and answerability for one’s deeds. This source is the “Other”, the
alterity itself (Bakhtin, 1993; Levinas, 1987). It is only when we find ourselves
standing before the face of the “Other”, which is both an accusation (for we may
have oppressed the “Other”) and a recognition of our ethical responsibility, that we
can start rethinking the spatial and discursive politics of workplace. Recognizing the
“Other” as someone who puts us into question and makes us accept that we are
responsible to those around us is probably the most important step towards valuing
diversity in workplaces. In such a dialogical mode of ethical encounters with the
“Other” teachers’ diversity becomes a source of openness and “incompleteness” of
their professional identities, leading to the productive enrichment of a community of
teachers and hence to enhanced possibilities in valuing the diverse professional and
sociocultural experiences of its members, in all their uniqueness.
Our model of producing professional space is based then on the recognition of
both differences and similarities in the construction of new professional identity.
While the production of abstract professional space tends towards elimination of
existing differences, we draw on the Lefebvrian idea of “differential space”—a new
professional space that “cannot be born (produced) unless it accentuates differ-
ences” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 52). Such a space can be only created by communities
that are open to unassimilated otherness. This requires transcending the current
managerial rhetoric of communities through establishing a new understanding of
universality of teacher identity. If indeed every professional community produces a
universal identity for its members, this can be possible on the basis of recognition
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and inclusion of differences within the collective of teachers. What is needed, we
suggest, is a pluralization of professional space, identity and practices in which “one
participates in the universal dimension of the ‘public’ sphere precisely as singular
individual extracted from or even opposed to one’s substantial communal identifica-
tion—one is truly universal only as radically singular, in the interstices of communal
identities” ([Zcaron] i[zcaron] ek, 2005, p. 15). This model becomes equally important for disrupt-
ing the neo-liberal notion of professional communities that is based on homogenisa-
tion and marginalisation and for articulating a new vision of workplaces that would
reflect the fabric of multicultural society such as Australia.
Conclusion
Our spatial analysis of overseas teacher experiences in workplaces demonstrates that
“community” is an ambivalent construct that both ties people together and creates
boundaries and barriers that hold the “outsider”, the “stranger” or the “foreigner” at
bay. Teacher professional community is simultaneously inclusive and exclusive.
Because it is produced as an “imagined” (Anderson, 1991) and “abstract space”
(Lefebvre, 1991), teacher community is often perceived as a totality that defines
professional identity for all its members in some rather abstract terms. At the
“macrological” scale it is welded together by the ideas and principles of professional-
ism that, among other things, have imbedded the monocultural component of
belonging. One becomes aware of this component explicitly when difference cuts
through communal boundaries. Few if any of us can avoid the boundary-crossing
experiences of what it is like to be translated through the prism of community ideas
and principles. However, not all of us experience the workings of racial discourses
that position people wholly or in part “out of place”.
In our study of overseas-born teachers’ professional becoming, their “out of place”
experiences have to do not so much with their qualifications but rather with other
aspects that are standing out, namely their ethnicity, culture and language. While
there are many occasions when people would boldly display these differences, in
ethnocentric professional communities these are often seen as odd or abnormal; as
something that one needs to explain, to lose or “lock it away in a black box” (Kim),
as the price one pays to be accepted. In times when classrooms are becoming increas-
ingly multicultural and when the neo-liberal politics of managing difference through
assimilation stifles a possibility of rethinking the politics of difference productively,
addressing the lived experiences of “alien” teachers in professional communities is
particularly timely. It is timely because current politics in relation to difference
induces us again to ask a question that Kristeva (1991) articulated more than a
decade ago: Can the “foreigner” as “enemy” disappear from modern societies?
Kristeva poses this question to imagine another possibility, and so do we by prob-
lematizing the spatial politics of teacher professionalism. She believes the answer is
“yes” and argues that, in order to overcome exclusion of the “Other”, we must learn
to live with others without either erasing their difference or ostracizing them. We do
this, she suggests, by recognizing the foreigner, the “Other”, within ourselves. And if
ˇ ˇ
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“Otherness” becomes an inseparable part of our consciousness then, as Kristeva
(1991, p. 23) argues, “the foreigner’s friends could only be those who feel foreign to
themselves”. This applies to the maintenance of professional communities in which
teachers should extend the ethics of responsibility by learning first to embrace the
“Other” within themselves. It is our own unconscious that is projected onto those
whom we exclude or marginalize. And when we become responsible for the
“Other”, we are fighting our unconscious and accept the “Other” in ourselves. This
delineates the ethical horizon of professional community today. It is only through its
openness to difference that community can sustain itself as a professional entity.
This vision entails, what Lefebvre (1991) calls, the production of “counter spaces”;
those spaces that counter misrecognition with recognition and the ideology of assim-
ilation with the ideology of professional co-being. Our conception of such a commu-
nity is a co-existence of differences when overseas-born teachers are not relegated to
the margins of professional space but are enabled to navigate and negotiate their
workplace spatiality effectively and more positively. This appears to be inherent in
the process of becoming a teacher in conditions of cultural complexity. And it needs
a simple recognition: teacher professionalism can only be inspired, it cannot be
coerced.
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